
Bangladesh Listening Notes 





We arrived in Dhaka on Wednesday 2nd September. Rainy 
season, the landing views were a patchwork of puddles and 
the humidity hit me as soon as I got off of the plane. We were 
met at the airport by the wonderful Mizan who drove us to 
meet people and get settled at Britto.

I thought I was pretty hip to chaotic traffic: I’m adamant that 
British drivers are amongst the worst as they are set in a rigid 
lane mentality without any great peripheral awareness or 
consideration of others; I’ve been in Kampala rush hour, 
heading the wrong way down a busy main road on the back of 
a ‘Boda’ and lived to tell the tale. Dhaka at 5pm from the 
airport was something else. Gridlock for the entire 15km, 
taking just over 2 hours.

As Mahbub is fond of saying “Jam Packed!”

This gridlock is accompanied by a near permanent chorus of 
car horns, CNG beeps and Rickshaw bells. Sound ecologists 
claim that ‘quiet’ is being replaced by the background noise of 
traffic. In much of the West though this is the sound of tyres on 
tarmac and engine rumbles. Here you can barely even hear 
that over the din.

Even inside you can hear the the bells and horns cutting 
through. How to work with sound in this environment? I can’t 
yet imagine how I could possibly work with quiet sounds here.

My initial thoughts turn to R Murray Schaefer and the changing 
soundscape. I think the noise is driving me slightly insane. My 
first task is to monitor, measure and listen to the ‘noise’ -scape. 
I wonder what kind of damage this environment can cause? 
How loud is too loud? Perhaps I can find the quietest spot in 
Dhaka?  



Date: 06-09-2015 

Time: 11:49-11:54

Location: Corner of 
Central Road and 
Unnamed Road

Description: The unnamed road seemed to be more of a 
pedestrian route and bike rickshaws etc were infrequent. To 
the left an old brick apartment block which seemed semi-
abandoned. The brickwork seemed to absorb a lot of the noise 
and this spot felt relatively calm and quiet. The building 
opposite was a new apartment block with quite reflective 
plaster facades. The main frequencies to cut through the 
background hum were those of children playing. At the end of 
this road is Central Road with constant rickshaw noises and 
human movement. A construction site seemed to be 
temporarily inactive and as such also quiet. I felt very aware of 
the noise in the immediate vicinity but somehow it felt less 
intrusive, I’m presuming due to my position and some sound 
absorption. Despite this average SPL read as 76.7 dBA (71.6 
min - 82.2 max). Frequency at time of final reading 258 Hz.



Date: 06-09-2015 

Time: 12:19-13:24

Location: Shahbag 
Road, in front of pond

Description: This is a main road and so quite busy with cars, 
CNGs and Bicycle Rickshaws. The general soundscape then 
is one of engines, horns and bicycle bells. Upon analysis the 
soundscape is more dynamic than ones perception suggests, 
there is a distinct background churn but the intensity of horns/
bells ebbs and flows. The pavement where I was is quite wide 
so you did feel a little set back from it all and the visual 
distraction of the pond added another calming layer. Overall 
though it was impossible to get away from keynote sound of 
central Dhaka - traffic noises - but surprisingly the SPL 
dropped lower than other spots which ‘felt’ quieter although 
this is likely due to comparative dominant frequencies. 
Average SPL read as 75.9 dBA (63.3 min - 86.6 max). 
Frequency at time of final reading 6976 Hz.



Date: 06-09-2015 

Time: 13:53-13:58

Location: 
Sundarbans Diorama, 
Bangladesh National 
Museum

Description: The room is darkened and you move through a 
glass walled corridor with display of Flora and Fauna of the 
Sundarbans behind these walls. The museum is quite busy 
and there is far less ‘hush’ than is common with Western 
audiences within such institutions. Most of the noticeable 
sound consisted of walking, chatter and ‘selfies’ with the 
occasional excitable child. Underpinning these sounds the 
churn of traffic has been replaced by the throbs of air 
conditioning. The darkened environment combined with sound 
reflections dissipating quickly added a dimension of quiet and 
calm. Average SPL read as 77.6 dBA (71.4 min - 87.2 max). 
Frequency at time of final reading 129 Hz.



Date: 06-09-2015 

Time: 15:46-15:51

Location: 
Contemporary Art 
Exhibit, Bangladesh 
National Museum

Description: Suddenly, whilst browsing this section of the 
museum, I experienced the most calm and quiet I had noticed 
thus far in Dhaka. The initial readings averaged 61 dBA which 
is far lower than any previous reading. The main factors 
seemed to be a relative lack of background air conditioning, a 
very small amount of external traffic noise seeping through and 
a lull in the amount of people present (along with greater quiet/
contemplation amongst those present). I struggle to describe 
the sound characteristics in any detail as the main sense was 
a brief reprise, an uncommon ‘lack’ of sound. Approximately 2 
minutes into the sample period several guards/staff began 
having a conversation. It would be unfair to describe this as 
‘loud’ but it wasn’t ‘hushed’ and as such changed the sonic 
environment quite distinctly and raised readings to the low 70s 
before settling in the high 60s. Average SPL read as 68.5 dBA 
(53.1 min - 82.4 max). Frequency at time of final reading 344 
Hz.



Date: 06-09-2015 

Time: 17:39-17:44

Location: Multiplan 
Centre, New Elephant 
Road

Description: Like the majority of large shopping centres I 
have experienced so far there are two main keynote sounds. 
The hum of people moving, chatting and conducting business; 
and the throb of fans, escalators and air-conditioning. The 
majority of readings were in the 70s but there is a dip, towards 
the end of the sample period, into the 60s which I cannot 
explain. The floors and other surfaces are, again as standard 
in these environments, quite reflective but these add little 
perceptually to the general dull throbs - possibly due to the 
sound absorption characteristics of people within these 
spaces. Average SPL read as 77.2 dBA (62.8 min - 83.7 max). 
Frequency at time of final reading 775 Hz.



Date: 07-09-2015 

Time: 02:20-02:25

Location: 
Accommodation, 
Britto Arts Trust

Description: Too hot/humid in my room which is stopping me 
from sleeping. As a result I have a fan set up on full power but 
the noise also disturbs sleep. The room is small and absorbent 
so the dominant sound is that of the fan motor with occasional 
residential noises cutting through. There is little dynamic 
modulation as evidenced by the relatively ‘flat’ readings. The 
change in levels after approximately 1.5 minutes is due to a 
change in position from which I am taking readings. Average 
SPL read as 77.6 dBA (59.7 min - 80.2 max). Frequency at 
time of final reading 172 Hz.



Date: 07-09-2015 

Time: 17:36-17:41

Location: Green 
Road

Description: Sampled whilst waiting under the shelter of a 
grocer during a rainstorm. Despite the heavy rainfall the 
aggregate sound of water droplets failed to cut through 
significantly. There was a ‘pitter-patter’ on the tarpaulin outside 
the shop but I believe a lot of the expected sound was 
absorbed by the number of Rickshaw-Wallahs being drenched 
in the stationary traffic. There was a slight discernible water 
churn as the main roadway was now carpeted by 1-2 inches of 
rainfall. The traffic didn’t cease for the rain and the 
soundscape was dominated by car horns as usual but less 
bells. The air did cool significantly though and this, combined 
with reduction in human traffic, did have a slightly calming 
perceptual effect which I suspect was due to an average 
lowering of frequencies within the soundscape. This in itself is 
surprising with the average SPL reading at 83.0 dBA (72.7 min 
- 88.4 max). Frequency at time of final reading 172 Hz.



Date: 08-09-2015 

Time: 14:31-14:36

Location: Dhanmondi 
Lake

Description: This part of the lake has a small section which is 
half flooded and so less frequented due to walking along a wall 
for access. There were however several children fishing and 
constant procession of teenagers asking for photos (the 
sampling was aborted several times due to this). The dominant 
sounds were a stronger than usual road hum emanating from 
the nearby traffic bridge. The still constant horns and bells 
along with a lot of people chatting and relaxing added a buzz 
of activity. There were some construction sounds carrying over 
from the other side of the lake though less noticeable than in 
other areas. I attribute this to the distraction of other sounds 
rather than any uniqueness in the spot to absorb these 
sounds. Average SPL read as 78 dBA (63.2 min - 81.3 max). 
Frequency at time of final reading 645 Hz.



Date: 08-09-2015 

Time: 14:54-14:59

Location: Dhanmondi 
Lake

Description: This spot around the lake felt surprisingly calm 
and quiet at first. There were filtrations of horns seeping 
through the buildings and trees but the traffic sounds were 
perceived as lower than at any other outdoor space I had 
encountered. Instead chatter and playful shouts dominated -  
the mass of human activity still pervasive but bodily manifested 
rather than through technological means. There was a man 
fishing directly in front of me but rather than with a pole and 
line he was wading, waist high with a large triangular net. I was 
surprised as to how few of the expected sounds, of a body 
moving through water (dripping, swirling etc.), were 
perceptible. Average SPL read as 68.7 dBA (58.7 min - 82.5 
max). Frequency at time of final reading 1205 Hz.



Date: 08-09-2015 

Time: 15:23-15:28

Location: Dhanmondi 
Lake

Description: I chose another quiet seeming spot. Hardly any 
pedestrian thoroughfare, plenty of trees/distance to shield from 
traffic sounds and a large building behind blocking out much of 
the construction sounds in this area. There was however a 
frequent collection of bird squarks that replaced the horns. The 
building behind was also emanating numerous sounds from 
TVs and general domestic noises. The high reflectivity of the 
interior spaces and the small openings through which the 
sound escaped had the effect of high pass filtering the house 
sounds leaving auditory space for the birds to dominate. 
Interestingly this spot around the lake was, on average, louder 
than the previous one, and very similar to the one before, but 
the dynamic range wider. I suspect that the increased 
periodicity of the higher dBA sounds giving way to a lower 
background dBA had the effect of giving the perception of a 
quieter environment with loud interruptions rather than a 
constant loud environment. Average SPL read as 76.3 dBA 
(55.7 min - 80.4 max). Frequency at time of final reading 645 
Hz.



Date: 09-09-2015 

Time: 20:04-20:09

Location: BBDL 
Green Mart, Green 
Road

Description: I took this reading whilst sitting waiting for some 
photocopying downstairs from Britto. There are two copy 
shops opposite each other, a stall for producing and printing 
documents, several computers which can be rented, several 
small convenience stores and some pharmacies. The sound is 
a combination of copiers, a large number of people passing 
through and conducting business, and some background 
street noise still penetrating the din. The sound was 
consistently around the 85 dBA threshold at which much 
legislation on workplace noise kicks in. There would be a real 
risk of approaching hearing damage if constantly exposed but 
it wasn’t de facto above the this threshold so it would be overly 
alarmist to say it was ‘dangerous’ to work in this environment. 
As the sound was almost entirely ‘at one level’ perceptually it 
wasn’t as obviously noisy as the streets. Average SPL read as 
85.8 dBA (80.8 min - 88.1 max). Frequency at time of final 
reading 1205 Hz.



Date: 10-09-2015 

Time: 00:21-00:26

Location: 
Accommodation, 
Britto Arts Trust

Description: Attempting to get a baseline room reading by 
turning off all fans, air conditioning and other controllable 
sound sources. The room is fairly quiet with less prominent 
traffic noises. One frequently hears the shuffle of feet outside 
the Arts Centre, closing of shutters in other businesses and the 
metal scrape of tables/chairs in the spaces on the floor above. 
The high peak of 79.7 is purely as a result of handling the 
device and skews the results somewhat. As time passes and 
one gets used to the sonic assault you get to understand the 
importance of perception. The readings here aren’t dissimilar 
to what would be expected at home. Perhaps these would be 
more likely in the day than the night but the idea of having no 
‘peace and quiet’ is revealed to be a fallacy when judged 
purely on SPL values. Average SPL read as 74.0 dBA (37.1 
min - 79.7 max). Frequency at time of final reading 516 Hz.



Date: 10-09-2015 

Time: 10:16-10:21

Location: Main 
Space, Britto Arts 
Trust

Description: As I gradually begin to tire of taking these 
readings I continue to question how useful they really are. 
Again, turning off any controllable sources of sound within the 
environment (air conditioning etc) I take readings of the main 
meeting space. The usual traffic sounds and hawkers shouts 
penetrate the closed windows but the readings fluctuate far 
more than previous measurements would indicate. My 
perception is shifting and rather than being hyper aware of a 
soundscape that differs significantly from the one I am used to 
I am instead, acclimatising. There are very real challenges to 
presenting audio work within such an environment but any 
notion of ‘noise’ falls firmly into the perceptual camp. Sustained 
noises that can damage hearing clearly exist (such as within 
industry) but these aren't what I am encountering on a daily 
basis?. Average SPL read as 67.7 dBA (37.9 min - 80.6 max). 
Frequency at time of final reading 258 Hz.



Date: 10-09-2015 

Time: 15:41-15:46

Location: Green 
Road

Description: Attempting another baseline reading I head out 
to Green Road for a cigarette and a tea. I choose a tea stall 
right next to the road and Green Road (as is common 
throughout the day) is experiencing heavy traffic. It is quite 
load and noisy. Perceptually this has become quite normal to 
me and my experience isn’t especially unpleasant. Average 
SPL read as 81.0 dBA (66.7 min - 86.3 max). Frequency at 
time of final reading 645 Hz.



Date: 11-09-2015 

Time: 17:30-17:35

Location: Kalabagan

Description: Reading taken in the back of a CNG navigating 
the bumpy back streets of Kalabagan to avoid traffic on larger 
roads. Loud and noisy with rattling of CNG cage, horn beeps 
and bouncing about on the roads. Despite the perceptual 
loudness our exposure would still be well below any risk of 
hearing damage. A full days exposure for the driver might 
present a risk and there is probably a public health need when 
it comes to such occupational hazards. Average SPL read as 
82.5 dBA (75.6 min - 87.1 max). Frequency at time of final 
reading 129 Hz.



I quickly lost interest in continuing a survey of noise levels 
around Dhaka. I couldn’t fathom what they were actually 
revealing.

My reading around noise pollution, especially looking for 
sources specific to Dhaka, led me to two webpages (http://
bit.ly/1FV9aAL and http://bit.ly/1V2Qoy4). Both are from mid 
2012 and mention World Health Organisation information/
guidance on noise/hearing loss. These precede the 2013 
‘National Survey on Prevalence of Hearing Impairment in 
Bangladesh’ (http://bit.ly/1QQE3N9).

The sources quote the damage and health impairments that 
excessive noise pollution can cause. There is the damage to 
hearing that loud sounds can inflict and there are other 
measurable effects on blood pressure, mental health and heart 
conditions etc.

International standards on industrial noise begin at 85 dBA for 
a maximum of 8 hrs within a 24hr period. It was rare for me to 
encounter readings that would worry me in these terms. There 
is also risk for very loud sounds regardless of exposure times 
(such as a gunshot or aeroplane engine) but these are not 
normally encountered in the city.

I should also point out that I was using a mobile phone app 
rather than professionally calibrated equipment. My readings 
would be at the mercy of hardware limitations and it would be 
impossible to get readings much beyond 90 dBA.

However I do want to use my measurements to help shape 
understandings of my experiences and to begin to reject 
notions of ‘noise pollution’.

One can’t habituate to loudness through exposure so you can’t 
‘get used’ to potentially damaging noise exposure. 

http://bit.ly/1FV9aAL
http://bit.ly/1V2Qoy4
http://bit.ly/1QQE3N9


You can habituate, somewhat, to the effects of noise 
disturbances on sleep and the psychological impact of sonic 
nuisances.

There is WHO data suggesting a weak correlation in 
‘Cardiovascular and psychophysiological effects’ but 
recommends more research before usable conclusions can be 
made.

The National Survey referenced above makes no such cases. 
It is a survey of Hearing Impairment which cites health 
conditions and makes a very strong link to the impact poverty 
has upon hearing (or not treating easily alleviated conditions 
before more lasting damage is done) and availability of hearing 
aids. Whilst it does record the profession of those surveyed it 
makes no case about Industrial Hearing Loss and has nothing 
to say on Environmental Noise.

The references to WHO in the 2 Bangladeshi articles 
mentioned above then refers to ‘European’ data. Searching 
WHO the main source of information on environmental noise is 
specifically within WHO’s Regional Office for Europe pages on 
Environment and Health (http://bit.ly/1sBz4Ht).

To see their ‘Guidelines for Community Noise’ follow this link - 
http://bit.ly/1KrylN9. These fall firmly within the history of ‘Noise 
Abatement’ which has a very strong European and American 
basis.

I’m beginning to formulate a number of thoughts but to see 
these through I’d quite like to gather some comparisons.

I have asked friends (mostly in the UK) to also send SPL 
readings of their environments and these will appear in the 
following pages.

http://bit.ly/1sBz4Ht
http://bit.ly/1KrylN9


Date: 09-09-2015 

Time: 13:22-13:27

Location: Regina 
Road, London

Description: “Took a sample in my room where am working 
behind my desk 3-4 days a week.  Bedroom window is street 
facing and my housemate had the radio on in the kitchen next 
door, occasionally a car coming past and a plane going 
overhead as well. Single glazing but not too much passing 
traffic to be honest. Only sound coming from the room itself is 
me tapping on the keyboard and been told I type very fast/
loud.” Average SPL read as 41.3 dBA (37.6 min - 74.6 max). 
Frequency at time of final reading 86 Hz.



Date: 10-09-2015 

Time: 08:51-08:56

Location: Brighouse

Description: “I did this in my Mums dining room (now my 
temporary office) in Brighouse at 8:30am during rush hour. 
Although its fields either side of the road, people use it as a 
short cut to avoid traffic on the nearby a road so while doing 
this a vehicle would whizz past at least every 15 seconds. In 
addition, I was quietly dubbing and packing tapes but at low 
volume as my Mum was not up yet.” Average SPL read as 
47.5 dBA (27.9 min - 84.6 max). Frequency at time of final 
reading 258 Hz.



Date: 10-09-2015 

Time: 13:18-13:23

Location: Brighouse

Description: ”Canal side beer garden of Millers in Brighouse 
at 13:12. Idyllic but with a busy road nearby.” Average SPL 
read as 79.3 dBA (46.9 min - 79.3 max). Frequency at time of 
final reading 1894 Hz.



Date: 11-09-2015 

Time: 15:33-15:38

Location: Kirkwall 
Airport Departure 
Lounge

Description: No description provided. Average SPL read as 
58.7 dBA (42.7 min - 73.6 max). Frequency at time of final 
reading 43 Hz.



Date: 11-09-2015 

Time: 17:59-18:04

Location: Edinburgh 
Airport Departure 
Lounge

Description: No description provided. Average SPL read as 
64.8 dBA (51.1 min - 72.1 max). Frequency at time of final 
reading 258 Hz.



Date: 25-09-2015 

Time: 16:09-16:14

Location: Dörentrup

Description: ”sergej recorded this for you…on fr. 25.9. at 
round 4 in the afternoon. sounds heard : kids playing, light 
traffic.” Average SPL read as 52.9 dBA (36.3 min - 69.7 max). 
Frequency at time of final reading 947 Hz.



There are some differences between the readings taken 
around Dhaka and those supplied by friends at home. The 
Dhaka readings are often concentrated within the higher levels 
whereas the comparison readings show greater range within 
the sample period. Basically, the ‘home’ readings are generally 
quieter with momentary peaks of loudness that soon dissipate.

I do not wish to overstate these differences though. A number 
of the Dhaka samplings are equally dynamic and quiet, it’s just 
that these qualities seemed to be generally easier to access in 
a ‘home’ setting.

If one digs around into the history of noise abatement early 
noise activists pushed silence as a valuable good in and of 
itself. Noisy neighbours, rowdy pub singing, street hawking etc. 
were also the domain of lesser intellects and lower classes. 
Their disturbances impinged on the quietude associated with 
the higher quality of mind in the upper classes. Noise 
abatement history has strong correlations with Victorian 
attitudes to class and poverty.

This follows a thread in philosophy that privileges the 
transcendent over the immanent. Striving for something 
beyond this world as opposed to rolling around in the muck 
with the rest of us.

There is also a trend in the development of ‘honking’ legislation 
which led to, on the roads of Europe etc, the dominance of the 
visual over the sonic. Indicator lights to signal intentions versus 
honking to sound presence. Restrictions on allowable times to 
use the horn.

Looking at these trends and laws through the lens of power 
and control systems within Enlightenment history one begins 
to see forms of lasting structural oppression.



I have developed an arts practice founded upon experiences 
as an improvising musician. A key theme has been 
unsatisfactory relationships between Visual Arts Culture and a 
Sonic Practice founded upon musical praxis. Philosophical 
underpinnings have centred on a Deleuze and Guattarian 
reading of immanence and Ingold’s rejection of Hylomorphism.

More simply put I have been dissatisfied with a dominance of 
visual over sonic within arts culture and I have found 
theoretical underpinnings to my approach in the rejection of a 
transcendent ‘other’ beyond the lowdown and dirty of everyday 
existence.

There seems to be a correlation between my experiences of 
the soundscape in Dhaka, my initial discomfort which 
challenged deep rooted cultural leanings I had acquired 
without even realising, and a history of noise abatement which 
could be read in terms of suppression of freedoms.

In any consideration of noise/abatement is the inherently 
technical nature of it. The various qualitative effects of noise 
are very hard to measure, likely have significant cultural 
factors, and are ultimately moveable goal-posts. SPL 
thresholds, as an example, for hearing damage are 
measurable, repeatable and rational. The entire field has 
developed from such measurable, technical aspects.

These measurable, technical aspects are a cornerstone of 
rationalism and enlightenment. If it can’t be easily 
quantitatively measured then it becomes excluded from the 
discourse.

This seems to correspond in that the few resources found 
dealing with noise in Dhaka/Bangladesh are fundamentally 
based upon a Euro-centric WHO discourse that has been born 
of centuries of thought from a rather specific historical 
discourse.



The danger in applying such an approach is that local cultural 
factors get diminished if not suppressed by a weighted history 
that is simply incapable of recognising these factors.

There are of course qualitative studies of noise but they are 
few and far between and exist in much more academic 
discourse than the practical level upon which policy is based 
and imposed.

In the soundscape of Dhaka I heard a vast population each 
sounding out their own existence. There is a certain freedom, 
when looked at from the outside, in this. There are many other 
forms of political and structural oppression, both domestic and 
international, at play within Bangladesh (poverty being 
amongst the most powerful/insidious), but I can at least use 
the chaotic urban soundscape to interrogate my own cultural 
underpinnings.

My attempts to measure and codify were essentially a fruitless 
attempt at control, whereby controlling I would find, at least 
intellectually, a way to suppress the noise.

When visiting Cox’s Bazaar (in the South of Bangladesh) 
several weeks into my trip I noticed how quiet it was. I no 
longer felt the presence of 7 million people noisily going about 
their daily lives in the compressed city space. I began to feel 
empty and alone.

Even though I had begun to accept the noise and incorporate it 
into my being I still found myself most productively recording 
and sonically improvising with objects inside Britto itself. I had 
in some way retreated into a domestic space within which to 
work. It’s as if the city had fought me and won.

Sadly I had to leave before I could truly push this work beyond 
the gallery space and back out into the streets from where it 
had come.
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Track Listing
#1 Topos of Intrusive Sound (13:48)
Bowed cymbals, small chain, small metal objects, Momo 
steamer, practice amp, Pringles tube, contact mic, field 
recordings, Dhanmondi bridge performance, cockroach 
chasing, Ektara, found shoes, mouth/glass door improvisation.

#2 A Very Small Guernica Facing a Rather Large Mona 
Lisa (8:26)
Air conditioning, contact mic, movement within Britto, bowed 
Momo steamer, bowed Ektara, practice amp, background 
sounds.

#3 Slaughter Livestock Festival (12:00)
Sounds recorded at cattle markets and street slaughter as part 
of Eid al-Adha, augmented by water/washing sounds.

#4 Oxcart Skeletons Drag Charcoal Load (6:56)
Field recordings, lamppost, singing, cooking pots and small 
objects percussion, party.




